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Abstract  
The under- representat ion of non- resident  parents in surveys has long 
hindered research on fam ily separat ion, leaving key evidence gaps for 
those making policy and pract ice decisions related to separat ing and 
separated fam ilies, including (but  not  rest r icted to)  issues around child 
support , child arrangements, welfare benefits and housing. I n this paper, 
we art iculate the importance of robust  quant itat ive data collected direct ly 
from non- resident  parents. We review the methods previously employed to 
at tempt  to achieve this, and we use the UK Household Longitudinal Study 
(UKHLS)  (University of Essex, I SER, 2017)  to demonst rate where and how 
response biases occur. The main body of the paper reports findings from 
an experiment  run on Wave 10 of the UKHLS I nnovat ion Panel (Al Baghal 
et  al., 2018;  University of Essex, I SER, 2018)  in which we compare two 
approaches to ident ify ing non- resident  parents from among the panel 
members. One method, a var iant  of that  current ly used in the UKHLS, asks 
panel members about  liv ing relat ives with whom they do not  live. The 
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second method modifies the UKHLS standard fert ilit y history quest ions 
collect ing informat ion on past  bir ths and then asks whether any such 
children are under 18 and living outside the household.  Our findings are 
necessarily tentat ive, with around 100 non- resident  parents ident if ied 
across both arms of the experiment  from among the 2,570 panel members 
interviewed in Wave 10. They nonetheless point  towards a potent ial to 
improve the survey representat iveness of non- resident  parents, at  least  to 
some degree. While we found no stat ist ically signif icant  differences in the 
non- resident  parent  prevalence rates between the two methods, in 
combinat ion  they increased the non- resident  parent  sam ple by one quarter. 
Moreover, the data suggest  that  the fert ility  history approach improves the 
representat iveness of the non- resident  parent  sample, in terms of both 
their  socio-demographic profile and their  levels of parental involvement . 
That  said, even the combined approach results in a large under-
representat ion of non- resident  parents and a cont inued bias towards those 
who are more involved with their  children.   
 
Key words:  non- resident  parent , fam ily separat ion, parent ing, child 
support , child contact , survey methodology, survey sam pling 
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1 . I nt roduct ion  
A recent  review of the data infrast ructure on fam ily separat ion (Bryson et  
al.,  2017)  highlighted a lack of robust  data from non- resident  parents as 
the cause of a key knowledge gap. The paucity of data collected direct ly 
from non- resident  parents can be explained in part  by an insufficient  
pr ior ity placed in m any studies on the role of non- resident  parents in post -
separat ion parent ing -  or on the role of fathers more generally. However, 
an equally, if not  m ore, pivotal reason is the methodological challenge in 
achieving representat ive samples of non- resident  parents. Non- resident  
parents are consistent ly under- represented in populat ion surveys1:  only a 
proport ion self- ident ify when asked, and those who do are unrepresentat ive 
of non- resident  parents as a whole. Often in surveys they are outnumbered 
by parents with care ( the parent  with pr imary care of the child, see text  
box below)  by a factor of between two and three (e.g. 649/ 312 =  2: 1, in 
Blackwell and Dawe, 2003) . The challenges in producing reliable stat ist ics 
cont r ibute to decisions – part icular ly in t imes of st retched budgets – either 
not  to include non- resident  parents in child-  or fam ily- focused studies or, 
in populat ion surveys, not  focus specif ic survey quest ions at  non- resident  
parents in the knowledge that  the survey respondents do not  well represent  
their  populat ion. 
 
Our first  step in this paper is to art iculate the value in st r iving to collect  
data not  only about  but  also direct ly from  non- resident  parents. We go on 
to descr ibe the methodologies employed in previous studies to ident ify non-
resident  parents. The UK Household Longitudinal Study (UKHLS)  is one of 
the few current  studies which does at tempt  to ident ify non- resident  parents 
and, as such, we use it  as a case study to demonst rate where the response 
biases exist .  We consider to what  extent  biases ar ise by v ir tue of the fact  
that  some of the socio-demographic groups most  prone to survey non-
response are disproport ionately represented among non- resident  parents 
(e.g. young urban men)  and explore what  other factors appear to be at  
play.   
 
The main body of the paper reports on the findings of an experimental 
study on Wave 10 of the UKHLS I nnovat ion Panel in which we explore the 
potent ial to improve the prevalence and representat iveness of non- resident  
parents. Using a detailed set  of quest ions to collect  respondents’ fert ility ,  
adopt ive and step-parent ing history we test  whether this approach elicits a 
bet ter response ( i.e. more, and more representat ive, non- resident  parents)  
compared to the standard UKHLS approach of ident ifying non- resident  
parents by asking about  relat ives not  liv ing in the respondent ’s household. 
The UKHLS provides the largest  and most  comprehensive longitudinal 
dataset  for the study of fam ily st ructure and fam ily life (part icular ly where 
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  Within populat ion surveys, we include both those of the general populat ion, of 
fam ilies/ parents and those focusing specifically on separated fam ilies/ parents. 
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fam ilies have separated) , so improving its non- resident  parent  
representat iveness would be hugely beneficial to research and policy 
communit ies. And, of course, our findings have applicability for all future 
surveys at tempt ing to ident ify non- resident  parents and/ or study fam ily 
separat ion.  
 
Note on term inology 
 
The terms ‘parents with care’ and ‘non- resident  parents’ are used here 
for want  of bet ter term inology. Although commonly used to dist inguish 
which parent  has pr imary care of the child (or with whom  the child most ly 
lives) , they mask the var ied circumstances of separated fam ilies, where 
children may spend significant  amounts of t ime ( including overnight )  with 
a ‘non- resident ’ parent .  
 
Likewise, the term  ‘single parent ’ refers to their  household status, rather 
than im plying that  the other parent  (or a new partner)  is not  involved in 
the upbringing of the child (or indeed not  potent ially liv ing with the child 
for a m inority of the t ime) .  
 
 
2 . W hy do w e need survey data collected direct ly from  
non- resident  parents? 
 
Given the methodological challenges in involving non- resident  parents in 
surveys, an easy solut ion would be to not  at tempt  to do so, and instead 
rely on the reports of parents with care. I ndeed, this is the approach 
histor ically taken in a range of cross-sect ional and longitudinal studies 
focusing on children’s outcomes, parent ing or fam ily life ( for example, the 
Fam ilies and Children Study (FACS) ;  the Millennium Cohort  Study (MCS) ;  
Born in Bradford) . However, moving forward, this is inadequate on several 
levels.  
 
First , both research and policy need study designs to reflect  diversity in 
fam ily st ructures. With four in ten children experiencing lone parenthood 
during their  childhood (DWP, 2015) , two and a half m illion separated 
fam ilies are raising four m illion dependent  children at  any point  in t ime 
(Punton-Li et  al., 2012) . This means that  non- resident  parents represent  a 
substant ial proport ion of the UK’s parents, too big a proport ion to exclude 
them from quant itat ive research, or to ‘make do’ with poor quality data.  
Second, child-  and fam ily- focused studies need to bet ter capture the role 
of both parents rather than cont inue with the t radit ional mother-cent r ic 
focus. With fathers making up nine in ten non- resident  parents, and the 
reverse for parents with care (Lader, 2008) , the need for data from non-
resident  parents can be seen as part  of a wider recognit ion of the need for 
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bet ter data on fathers. ‘Modern’ father ing roles pract ised and aspired to 
today (Dermot t , 2014)  mean that  fathers are now more involved in day-
to-day child- rear ing (Hook and Wolfe, 2012;  Kiernan, 2016) . While there is 
a growing recognit ion of the importance of fathers in terms of a range of 
children’s socio-emot ional, behavioural and cognit ive outcomes, the UK 
evidence base is weak (Sarkadi et  al. ,  2008;  Flour i, 2015;  Gregory and 
Milner, 2011) . Relat ively lit t le is known about  the role of non- resident  
parents in their  children’s development , with data collect ion often lim ited 
to the frequency of contact  with their  children (e.g. Poole et  al., 2016) , 
despite evidence that  the quality, rather than the quant ity, of their  
involvement  appears to be most  important  (Adamsons and Johnson, 2013) . 
Moreover, current  quest ions on frequency of contact  (daily, weekly, 
monthly, etc)  m iss out  common pat terns of post -separat ion parent ing, such 
as two-weekly blocks or alternat ing weekends with t ime during the week, 
with var iat ions dur ing school holiday t imes that  may involve fathers more 
than during term  t imes. 
 
The third, and key point , relates to the importance of collect ing data direct ly 
from non- resident  parents. Although data collected from parents with care 
and ( less commonly children)  can provide a picture of the level and type of 
contact  and relat ionships they have with the non- resident  parent , the 
financial cont r ibut ion (s)he makes, involvement  in parent ing, and so forth, 
this is only a part ial picture, often from one perspect ive. Even on seem ingly 
object ive measures such as the level of contact  and the provision of 
financial support , studies of separated parents indicate that  – even 
at tempt ing to take into account  non- response bias among non- resident  
parents – parents with care tend to under- report  and non- resident  parents 
to over- report  the non- resident  parent ’s involvement  (Peacey and Hunt , 
2009;  Bell et  al., 2006) . Likewise, Prady and Kiernan (2013)  found that  
levels of concordance in parent  with care and non- resident  parent  reports 
were lower for more subject ive or evaluat ive measures. Without  
interviewing non- resident  parents, we have very lim ited evidence – from  
non- resident  parents’ perspect ives – on how and why different  contact  
pat terns ar ise, how child support  arrangements are decided and 
negot iated, and how co-parent ing arrangements emerge. These all 
influence children’s experiences of their  parents’ separat ion and can impact  
on their  short -  and longer- term  outcom es. Not  enough is understood about  
the impact  of fam ily separat ion on non- resident  parents, and on any 
subsequent  new fam ilies they have, including impacts on health and well-
being;  on their  parent ing ability;  on their  income levels and housing (which, 
of course, can all have secondary im pacts on their  children) , and on their  
support  needs. I f one is consider ing policy changes, it  is diff icult  to propose 
measures on separated fam ilies without  understanding the posit ion of both  
biological parents, their  respect ive mot ivat ions and const raints. 2  
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  I t  is worth not ing that  there are wider issues about  the ways in which fathers are 
ident ified in surveys, reported in Speight  et  al. (2013)  and Goldm an and Burgess 
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3 . W hy do UK data st ruggle to capture non- resident  
parents? 
At the heart  of the issue as to why surveys tend to under- represent  non-
resident  parents is the fact  that  we rely on non- resident  parents to self-
ident ify and part icipate in voluntary surveys:  there is no comprehensive 
sampling frame from which to ident ify them. With no obligat ion for parents 
to cent rally register that  they live apart  or have separated, adm inist rat ive 
datasets in the UK are of lim ited value for ident ify ing non- resident  parents. 
While many, or most , single parents are ident ifiable if they claim  means 
tested benefits as a result  of their  status, there is no such ‘flag’ for non-
resident  parents (or indeed all parents with care) . Specific sub-groups of 
non- resident  parents can be ident if ied via court  records and via the Child 
Maintenance Service (CMS), the statutory child support  system which 
replaced the Child Support  Agency (CSA)  in 2012. However, the combined 
coverage of these two databases is lim ited. Around one in ten separat ing 
or separated fam ilies go to court  to set t le financial or child arrangements 
(Blackwell and Dawe, 2003) , and with the withdrawal of legal aid for almost  
all pr ivate fam ily law cases in 2012, these numbers are likely dim inishing. 
What  is more, these are among the most  acr imonious separat ions, and 
involve only those who can afford to pay legal costs. Use of the CMS is 
voluntary and, again, the num ber of separated parents using the system is 
dim inishing. Histor ically (unt il 2008) , use of the CSA was compulsory for 
parents on means tested benefits and voluntary for others, result ing in a 
system consist ing of a combinat ion of low- income fam ilies and fam ilies with 
more acr imonious relat ionships choosing to use it  because they were less 
able to negot iate fam ily-based arrangements. The new CMS (which has 
been rolling out  since 2012)  charges for its use. This, alongside a general 
encouragement  to use the statutory system only as a last  resort  means, 
means that  CMS records going forward will include a sm aller proport ion, 
and an increasingly unrepresentat ive sample, of all separated parents. 
 
Therefore, populat ion surveys remain the only route for researchers to 
ident ify representat ive samples of the non- resident  parent  populat ion. 
While longitudinal studies – with the UKHLS the pr ime example – can 
ident ify non- resident  parents as and when fam ilies separate over t ime, low 
rates of separat ion (around two per cent  of couples with dependent  children 
per year)  lim it  the potent ial sample size of non- resident  parents ident ified 
this way. Moreover, despite best  efforts, to date the UKHLS has st ruggled 
to retain non- resident  parents in the sample after separat ion. Among the 
approximate 120 intact  fam ilies with dependent  children who separate 
between annual waves, for only around 35 of these do both parents remain 
                                              
(2018)  with insufficient  account  taken of the diverse nature of fatherhood in 
contem porary society.  
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in the study the wave after separat ion. 3 So, studies want ing to include the 
full cross-sect ion of the non- resident  parent  populat ion 4 rely on non-
resident  parents ident ifying themselves in response to a set  of survey 
quest ions about  non- resident  children. The UKHLS current ly ident ifies non-
resident  parents as respondents with a son/ daughter aged under 16 living 
outside their  household, asking them to pick all liv ing relat ive types from  a 
showcard list  that  starts with their  mother, then father, before 
son/ daughter and goes on to list  siblings and great / grand relat ionships. A 
range of other studies employed sim ilar approaches (e.g. Peacey and Hunt , 
2008;  Wikeley et  al. 5, 2008;  Blackwell and Dawe, 2003;  Bradshaw et  al. ,  
1999)  at tempt ing to ident ify non- resident  parents by asking direct ly 
whether respondents had children with whom they did not  live.  
 
All these studies experienced sim ilar difficult ies:  they ident ified far fewer 
non- resident  parents than expected and found that  those who did self-
ident ify were biased in terms of their  demographics and their  involvement  
with their  children. For example, in their  study of separated parents, Peacey 
and Hunt  (2008)  ident ified non- resident  parents by asking ONS omnibus 
respondents whether they had children under 17 who did not  live with them 
but , rather, lived with their  other parent  for most  or all of the t ime. Their  
screening process included reassurances of the independent  (non-
government)  nature of the survey (which was conducted in 2006/ 7 at  a 
t ime when concerns about  the CSA ‘t racking down’ non-payers were 
perhaps higher than now) , as well as a recognit ion in their  quest ion wording 
of the sensit iv it ies of asking about  non- resident  children. Parents with care 
were ident ified by asking if their  child( ren) ’s other parent  lived with them . 
I f resident  and non- resident  parents were equally likely to self- ident ify, we 
would expect  just  under half of the separated parents ident ified in their  
survey to be non- resident  parents. 6 I nstead, in Peacey and Hunt ’s study, it  
was 30 per cent . What  is more, those who did ident ify as non- resident  
parents were st rongly biased towards those with more parental 
involvement . For instance, non- resident  parents accounted for only 15 per 
cent  of those separated parents saying that  there was no contact  between 
the child and their  non- resident  parent . This broad pat tern is replicated 
across the other cross-sect ional studies cited above, as well as in 
                                              
3
  While this is likely largely due to at t r it ion, in som e instances the UKHLS only 
at tem pts to t rack the m other. 
4
  A num ber of governm ent - funded studies focus only on those involved in the 
statutory ( e.g. child support )  system  or court  proceedings, where adm inist rat ive 
records are used as a sam pling fram e (e.g. Patel et  al., 2016) .  
5
  Wikeley et  al. ’s study included a com binat ion of parents with care and non- resident  
parents involved with the CSA, sam pled through CSA records, and other separated 
parents ident ified through screening respondents to the Fam ily Resources Survey. 
6
  The correct  proport ions also depend on how m any non- resident  parents have 
m ult iple fam ilies, and how m any parents with care have children with m ult iple non-
resident  parents. 
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longitudinal surveys such as the Brit ish Household Panel Survey and UKHLS 
(see below for more detail on the UKHLS) .  
 
The reasons why surveys fail to ident ify sufficient  numbers – or 
representat ive profiles – of non- resident  parents are unclear, and a 
combinat ion of factors is likely at  play. Part  of the explanat ion likely lies in 
the fact  that  younger men of lower socio-econom ic backgrounds are less 
likely to part icipate in surveys – and, in turn, make up a disproport ionate 
number of non- resident  parents.  For instance, Peacey and Hunt  (2008) 
report  different ial non- response among men (compared to women) , 
part icular ly divorced, separated and never-marr ied men. However, it  is 
suspected that  at  least  some of the explanat ion lies in a ret icence among 
non- resident  parents to self- ident ify -  because of a painful relat ionship or 
because of a lack of fulf ilment  of their  parental and/ or financial obligat ions 
-  or a percept ion am ong some non- resident  parents that  they do not  ‘count ’ 
as a parent , because they have no contact  or a poor relat ionship. This m ay 
be due in part  to child support  obligat ions, but  also to the sensit iv it ies of 
talk ing about  children for whom they have no ongoing parental role. Peacey 
and Hunt  largely discount  the idea that  under- ident if icat ion is due to non-
resident  parents not  knowing about  their  children:  only two per cent  of 
parents with care in their  survey reported that  this was the case. 
 
This pat tern of results – and debates about  the causes – are replicated in 
the United States. Stykes et  al.  (2013)  cite a range of US literature going 
back to the 1980s which points to the same conclusions about  the under-
representat ion in surveys of young disadvantaged men (cit ing Mart in,  
2007) . They also raise the potent ial for  a higher proport ion of these men 
being in inst itut ions (e.g. pr ison or army)  and therefore excluded from 
household surveys (cit ing Marsiglio et  al., 2000) . As with the UK literature, 
they point  to several US commentators suggest ing a greater reluctance on 
the part  of non- resident  parents to self- ident ify than parents with care (e.g. 
cit ing Garfinkel et  al., 1998) . 
 
3 .1  How  far  is it  sim ply an issue of non- response and at t r it ion bias 
am ong less advantaged groups? 
 
I ronically, because of the difficult ies in achieving representat ive samples of 
non- resident  parents – and a lack of adm inist rat ive data to provide a 
nat ional profile – it  is hard to answer the quest ion of whether non- resident  
parents are overly represented within the socio-demographic groups who 
are less likely to take part  in surveys. So, based on an assumpt ion of a high 
degree of assortat ive mat ing (Henz and Mills, 2017) , we look at  the socio-
demographic profile of parents with care to provide a proxy picture of non-
resident  parents. We compare their  profile to that  of all parents, to assess 
how far separated parents differ from  all parents in terms of their  socio-
econom ic profile. More precisely, we focus here on parent  with care 
mothers, and com pare them to all mothers. This is necessary to provide a 
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meaningful compar ison, given that  nine in ten parents with care are 
mothers, so comparing to all parents would hide, for instance, natural 
differences in econom ic act ivit y between mothers and fathers. We need to 
be m indful that , to some extent , the econom ic profile of parents with care 
will be influenced by the separat ion itself. However, we have a number of 
more fixed demographics (e.g. educat ion level)  which suggest  that  
econom ic differences between parent  with care mothers and all mothers 
pre-date the separat ion.  
 
Table 1 shows the demographic profile of mothers, split  into those who are 
parents with care ( themselves divided into those who are single and those 
who are repartnered)  and those liv ing with their  children’s fathers, based 
on the UKHLS Wave 3 using cross-sect ional weights to reflect  the UK 
populat ion (UKHLS, I SER, 2017) . 7 A recent  paper by Lynn and Borkowska 
(2018)  on non- response and at t r it ion bias com pares the UKHLS8 panel 
profile with 2011 Census figures. They highlight  the under- representat ion 
of men, people in London and those with a severe long- term  lim it ing illness 
and disability  upon ent ry into the panel, together with different ial at t r it ion 
among young people, non-white m inority ethnic groups, lower income 
groups and those living in London.  
 
Clear ly, our analysis cannot  test  for different ial non- response by gender, 
but  it  does look at  a range of other socio-demographics known to be 
associated with survey non- response and at t r it ion. As ant icipated, parent  
with care mothers (and we therefore hypothesise non- resident  fathers)  are 
less likely than average to be in paid employment  or t raining (58 per cent  
compared to 68 per cent  of all mothers)  and twice as likely to be 
unemployed (10 per cent  com pared to five per cent ) . 9 They are less likely 
to be in managerial or professional occupat ions (33 per cent  compared to 
41 per cent  of all others)  and more likely to be in rout ine occupat ions (37 
per cent  compared to 29 per cent ) . They are more likely to be st ruggling 
financially ( for instance, nine per cent  report  liv ing comfortably compared 
to 19 per cent  of all mothers) . They are less likely to be educated to degree 
level (14 per cent  compared to 21 per cent  of all mothers)  and more likely  
to have GCSEs or equivalents as their  highest  educat ional qualificat ion (31 
per cent  compared to 23 per cent ) . All these differences are stat ist ically 
significant . 
 
                                              
7
  We chose to use UKHLS Wave 3 as the first  wave to field the full m odule of 
quest ions on child support  and contact .   Thus, we benefit  from  the inclusion of 
these quest ions, but  avoid the at t r it ion bias of m ore recent  waves.    
8
  The paper also looks at  the Brit ish Household Panel Survey (BHPS) . 
9
  Lower levels of em ploym ent  am ong parent  with care m others m ay to som e extent  
reflect  the difficult ies of com bining paid work and childcare responsibilit ies as a 
single parent .  However, the lower levels of em ploym ent  am ong repartnered 
parents with care (not  as low as single m others but  lower than m others living with 
children’s fathers)  suggests there is also an underlying socio-dem ographic skew 
am ong parents with care. 
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Although no more likely than average to live in London, parent  with care 
mothers are more likely than all mothers to live in an urban area, another 
factor associated with survey non- response (82 per cent  compared to 78 
per cent  of all mothers) . They are more likely to be Black (six per cent  
compared to three per cent )  and less likely to be Asian ( three per cent  
compared to six per cent ) . They are younger on average, with a mean age 
of 37 years compared to 41 among all mothers. 
 
We find that  parent  with care mothers are also more likely than other 
mothers to be in poor health or have a longstanding illness or disability (31 
per cent  compared to 28 per cent )  – another factor correlated with lower 
levels of non- response (Lynn and Borkowska, 2018) . However, we are 
ret icent  to draw conclusions from this, as we know lit t le about  the 
correlat ion between parent  with care and non- resident  parent  health, nor 
can we account  for the effect  of the separat ion on the parent  with care’s 
health. 
 
Table 1 : Com parison of the dem ographic profiles of m others 
 Parent  w ith care m others Mothers 
liv ing 
w ith 
children’s 
fathers 
All 
m others 
liv ing 
w ith 
children 
 All 
parent  
w ith 
care  
m others 
Single  
m others 
Repartnered 
parent  w ith 
care  
m others 
 %  %  %  %  %  
      
Average age ( m ean 
years)  36.9 36.8 37.3 43.1 41.4 
      
Em ploym ent  status      
I n paid 
work/ governm ent  
t raining 
58.4 57.2 62.1 72.0 68.2 
Unem ployed 10.4 12.2 4.9 2.8 4.9 
Looking after the hom e 23.9 23.0 26.4 17.6 19.3 
Other  7.3 7.6 6.6 7.6 7.5 
      
Socio- econom ic 
group ( NS SEC)  
     
Managerial, 
adm inist rat ive and 
professional 
occupat ions 
32.9 32.2 34.9 43.3 40.9 
Interm ediate 
occupat ions 18.2 19.4 14.8 18.6 18.5 
Sm all em ployers and 
own account  workers 7.1 6.8 7.8 7.3 7.3 
Lower supervisory and 
technical occupat ions 4.4 4.7 3.5 4.7 4.6 
Sem i- rout ine and 
rout ine occupat ions 37.4 36.8 38.9 26.1 28.8 
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 Parent  w ith care m others Mothers 
liv ing 
w ith 
children’s 
fathers 
All 
m others 
liv ing 
w ith 
children 
 All 
parent  
w ith 
care  
m others 
Single  
m others 
Repartnered 
parent  w ith 
care  
m others 
 %  %  %  %  %  
Base:  all resident  
m others 
2,874 2,102 772 7,555 10,429 
 
 
 
H ighest  educat ional 
qualif icat ion 
     
Degree or higher 13.9 13.6 14.7 24.4 21.5 
A levels or equivalent  19.2 19.1 19.6 19.5 19.4 
GCSEs or equivalent  30.9 29.9 33.6 20.3 23.2 
Lower or no UK 
qualificat ions 36.0 37.3 32.1 35.8 35.8 
      
How  m anaging 
financia lly 
     
Living com fortably 8.9 6.9 14.7 22.6 18.8 
Doing alright  28.4 26.2 34.8 36.9 34.5 
Just  about  get t ing by 38.3 39.4 35.0 28.7 31.3 
Finding it  quite difficult  16.0 17.8 10.4 8.4 10.5 
Finding it  very difficult  8.5 9.6 5.1 3.4 4.8 
      
Lives in London 12.4 14.3 6.9 11.7 11.9 
      
Lives in urban area 82.4 83.8 78.4 76.3 78.0 
      
Ethnicity      
White 89.0 87.4 93.9 88.8 88.9 
Black 5.6 6.7 2.5 1.7 2.8 
Asian 2.9 3.1 2.1 7.5 6.2 
Mix 1.8 2.0 1.1 1.0 1.2 
Other .7 .8 .5 1.0 .9 
      
General health      
Excellent  14.9 14.9 14.8 20.3 18.8 
Very good 34.6 33.8 36.9 37.4 36.6 
Good 29.9 30.2 29.0 26.5 27.4 
Fair 15.5 16.1 13.7 12.0 12.9 
Poor 5.1 5.0 5.6 3.9 4.2 
      
Longstanding illness 
or disability 30.7 30.4 31.8 26.6 27.7 
      
Living arrangem ent       
Living with spouse/ in 
civil partnership 13.5 0.0 53.5 85.2 65.4 
Cohabit ing 11.7 0.0 46.5 14.8 13.9 
Not  living with partner 74.8 100.0 0.0 0.0 20.6 
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 Parent  w ith care m others Mothers 
liv ing 
w ith 
children’s 
fathers 
All 
m others 
liv ing 
w ith 
children 
 All 
parent  
w ith 
care  
m others 
Single  
m others 
Repartnered 
parent  w ith 
care  
m others 
 %  %  %  %  %  
Base:  all resident  
m others 
2,874 2,102 772 7,555 10,429 
Source:  UKHLS wave 3. 
 
3 .2  How  far  do the dem ographic profiles of parents w ith care and 
non- resident  parents differ? 
 
We establish above that  at  least  part  of the reason for the under-
ident ificat ion of non- resident  parents is likely due to them being more likely 
to be among ‘norm al’ survey non- responders. Our next  step is to assess 
how far those who do self- ident ify represent  non- resident  parents as a 
whole. To do this, we compare the socio-demographic profile of non-
resident  parents in the UKHLS Wave 3 to that  of parents with care. Again, 
because the major ity of parents with care are mothers and non- resident  
parents are fathers, we focus our comparisons on parent  with care mothers 
(split  into single mothers and those who have repartnered)  and non-
resident  fathers. Our findings are in Table 2. 
 
The first  issue to note is the much lower proport ion of UKHLS panel 
members who ident ify themselves as a non- resident  father, compared to 
parent  with care mothers. There are three t imes as many parent  with care 
mother respondents in the sam ple com pared to the number of non- resident  
fathers. I n prevalence terms, this equates to 5.4 per cent  of parent  with 
care mother panel members and 1.8 per cent  non- resident  father panel 
members. This discrepancy reflects the findings of other studies (although 
the most  ext reme example) , including those of Peacey and Hunt  (2008) 
discussed above. While we m ight  expect  somewhat  fewer non- resident  
parents than parents with care (e.g. through widowhood;  non- resident  
parents having mult iple resident  parents;  non- resident  parents being 
unaware of their  child) , this cannot  account  for the level of disparit y 
observed across a number of studies.  
 
These differences in prevalence rates tell a lot  of the story. However, there 
are lim ited differences in the socio-econom ic profile of parent  with care 
mothers and non- resident  fathers. I f we assume that  the parent  with care 
sample is much closer to being representat ive than the non- resident  father 
sample, what  evidence there is tends to point  towards disadvantaged non-
resident  fathers being more likely to self- ident ify than others. Although 
differences in maternal and paternal work m ake comparisons in 
employment  status and occupat ion hard to compare, non- resident  fathers 
in the sam ple are less likely to have a degree (nine per cent  com pared to 
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14 per cent  of parents with care)  and more likely to have no or very low 
qualificat ions (43 per cent  compared to 36 per cent ) . 10 
 
However, there are other indicat ions of different ial non- response by non-
resident  fathers. They are less likely than parent  with care mothers to live 
in London (nine per cent  compared to 12 per cent  of parent  with care 
mothers)  or live in an urban area (77 per cent  compared to 82 per cent ) , 
and less likely to be from a non-white m inority ethnic group ( f ive per cent  
compared to eight  per cent ) . But , perhaps of most  interest , is that  they 
appear to be non- resident  fathers who are more likely to be ‘fam ily-
or iented’. The UKHLS Wave 3 sample of non- resident  fathers are older  
(mean age of 41 compared to 37 among parent  with care mothers) , more 
likely to have been previously marr ied (67 per cent  compared to 57 per 
cent )  and more likely to be in a current  relat ionship (46 per cent  compared 
to 25 per cent ) .  Non- resident  fathers in the sample are twice as likely as 
parent  with care m others to be marr ied or in a civ il partnership (24 per 
cent  compared to 14 per cent )  or cohabit ing (22 per cent  compared to 12 
per cent ) . 11 These differences are starker than the socio-demographic 
differences m ight  have been predicted. 
 . 
Table 2 : Com parison of the dem ographic profiles of parent  w ith 
care m others and non- resident  fathers 
 Non-
resident  
fathers 
Parents w ith care  m others 
All 
Single  
m others 
Repartnered 
parent  w ith 
care  
m others 
 %  %  %  %  
Proport ion of the sam ple  1 .8  5 .4  4 .1  1 .4  
W eighted N  753 2,331 1,743 588 
     
Average age ( m ean years)  40.7 36.9 36.8 37.3 
     
Em ploym ent  status     
I n paid work/ governm ent  t raining 72.3 58.4 57.2 62.1 
Unem ployed 14.8 10.4 12.2 4.9 
Looking after the hom e 1.4 23.9 23.0 26.4 
Other  11.5 7.3 7.6 6.6 
     
Socio- econom ic group ( NS SEC)      
Managerial, adm inist rat ive and 
professional occupat ions 33.8 32.9 32.2 34.9 
I nterm ediate occupat ions 7.7 18.2 19.4 14.8 
                                              
10
  Of course, this does not  take into account  the gender gap in educat ion, but  this 
level of difference suggests som e level of survey response bias. 
11
  This m ay be due in part  to the fact  that  m en tend to repartner m ore quickly than 
wom en after  separat ion. However, this is of part icular interest  given Speight  et  al. ’s 
(2013)  findings that  non- resident  fathers who are living with other children are less 
likely to be in contact  with their non- resident  children. 
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 Non-
resident  
fathers 
Parents w ith care  m others 
All 
Single  
m others 
Repartnered 
parent  w ith 
care  
m others 
Sm all em ployers and own account  
workers 12.0 7.1 6.8 7.8 
Lower supervisory and technical 
occupat ions 16.7 4.4 4.7 3.5 
Sem i- rout ine and rout ine 
occupat ions 29.9 37.4 36.8 38.9 
     
Highest  educat ional qualif icat ion     
Degree or higher 9.1 13.9 13.6 14.7 
A levels or equivalent  16.5 19.2 19.1 19.6 
GCSEs or equivalent  31.0 30.9 29.9 33.6 
Lower or no UK qualificat ions 43.4 36.0 37.3 32.1 
     
How  m anaging f inancia lly     
Living com fortably 11.1 8.9 6.9 14.7 
Doing alright  27.2 28.4 26.2 34.8 
Just  about  get t ing by 36.6 38.3 39.4 35.0 
Finding it  quite difficult  14.9 16.0 17.8 10.4 
Finding it  very difficult  10.1 8.5 9.6 5.1 
     
General health     
Excellent  13.7 14.9 14.9 14.8 
Very good 31.9 34.6 33.8 36.9 
Good 31.5 29.9 30.2 29.0 
Fair 16.0 15.5 16.1 13.7 
Poor 6.9 5.1 5.0 5.6 
     
Longstanding illness or disability 32.5 30.7 30.4 31.8 
     
Lives in London 8.6 12.4 14.3 6.9 
     
Lives in urban area 76.7 82.4 83.8 78.4 
     
Ethnicity     
White 91.9 89.0 87.4 93.9 
Black 3.6 5.6 6.7 2.5 
Asian 1.8 2.9 3.1 2.1 
Mix 1.8 1.8 2.0 1.1 
Other 1.0 .7 .8 .5 
     
Ever m arr ied 67.4 57.2 50.1 78.4 
     
Living arrangem ent      
Living with spouse or in civil 
partnership 24.3 13.5 0.0 53.5 
Cohabit ing 21.7 11.7 0.0 46.5 
Not  living with partner 54.0 74.8 100.0 0.0 
     
Base:  all separated parents 845 2,874 2,102 772 
Source:  UKHLS wave 3. 
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3 .3  How  correlated is non- resident  parent  self- ident ificat ion w ith 
parental involvem ent?  
 
The differences in the non- resident  father sample’s current  and previous 
relat ionship histor ies, compared to those of the parent  with care mothers, 
suggest  that  more fam ily-or iented non- resident  fathers self- ident ify in the 
UKHLS. To further test  this – adding to ear lier findings from Peacey and 
Hunt  (2008) , Wikeley et  al. (2008)  and others – in Table 3 we compare 
parent  with care mother and non- resident  father reports of the non-
resident  father ’s involvement  with their  children. Here we see the starkest  
evidence of the skew in the non- resident  father sample.  
 
Seven in ten (72 per cent )  non- resident  fathers in the sample report  paying 
child support .  This is based on a simple quest ion where non- resident  
parents are asked if they ‘send or give money for child support ’. I n 
comparison, parents with care are asked a suite of quest ion about  different  
child support  arrangement  types they may have (court , statutory, fam ily-
based)  and whether they receive money under each of these arrangements. 
With parents with care with a statutory Collect  and Pay arrangement  not  
asked if they receive what  is due, we can produce an upper (all Collect  and 
Pay arrangements result  in payment )  and lower (none of the Collect  and 
Pay arrangements result  in payment )  bound figure. Whichever figure we 
use (41 per cent  or 29 per cent  of parent  with care mothers) , there is a 
huge discrepancy in comparison to the reports of the non- resident  fathers. 
I f we add in informal payments – the non- resident  parents purchasing 
different  items – then we get  somewhat  closer to the non- resident  parent  
reports (54 per cent) , though st ill falling quite short .  
 
We see a sim ilar pat tern in terms of how often the non- resident  fathers in 
the sample report  seeing their  children. Again, the response scales are 
slight ly different  for the non- resident  parents and parents with care (with 
the lat ter shown in brackets in Table 3) . However, a quarter (26 per cent )  
of parent  with care mothers report  that  their  child never  sees the non-
resident  father, compared to only one in ten (10 per cent )  of non- resident  
fathers. The proport ion of mothers saying there is no contact  is higher for 
those who have re-partnered (32 per cent )  than those who are single (24 
per cent ) .  
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Table 3 : Non- resident  parent  involvem ent  w ith children: 
com parison of responses from  non- resident  fathers and parent  w ith 
care m others 
 Non-
resident  
fathers 
Parent  w ith care m others 
All 
Single  
m others 
Re-
partnered 
parent  
w ith care  
m others 
 %  %  %  %  
     
Paying child support  ( non- resident  
fathers)  
 
71.8 n/ a n/ a n/ a 
     
Receiving child support  and/ or  
other  f inancia l support  ( parent  
w ith care  m others)  
    
Receives child support  ( excluding cases 
where paym ent  is via statutory collect  
and pay)  
n/ a 28.8 28.9 28.7 
Receives child support  (assum ing 100 
per cent  com pliance am ong statutory 
Collect  and Pay)  
n/ a 41.3 40.7 43.2 
Receives child support  ( incl. CSA 
collect ing) , or non- resident  parent  
provides inform al financial support  
(e.g. buys item s for children)  
n/ a 53.7 54.1 52.4 
     
I n contact  w ith their  child( ren)  –  
m ost  frequent  contact  w here 
children differ  w ithin the sam e 
fam ily 
    
Never 10.3 26.4 24.4 32.2 
Few t im es a year / yearly or  less often  8.5 8.8 8.9 8.4 
Once a m onth or less/ m onthly  5.7 6.7 7.1 5.5 
Several t im es a m onth/ fortnight ly  14.0 9.9 8.2 15.1 
About  once a week 16.9 30.8 33.6 22.5 
Several t im es a week / weekly  25.2 30.8 33.6 22.5 
Alm ost  every day / daily  16.2 9.6 10.6 6.5 
50/ 50 shared care 3.2 2.1 2.1 2.1 
Child m akes own arrangem ents n/ a 3.8 3.3 5.2 
     
Base:  all separated parents 845 2,874 2,102 772 
Source:  UKHLS wave 3. 
 
 
  
15 
 
4  Can w e t ry to im prove representat ion by changing the 
quest ion approach? 
 
As discussed earlier  in the paper, most  UK studies have t r ied to ident ify 
non- resident  parents by asking direct ly about  children they have with whom 
they do not  live. However, Stykes et  al. ’s (2013)  comparison of approaches 
in the US found that  more – and a more representat ive profile of – non-
resident  parents were ident if ied by asking a detailed fert ilit y history than 
by these more t radit ional quest ion approaches. Their  study showed that  
the method of quest ioning certainly affects not  only the prevalence and 
profile of non- resident  parents, but  also the proport ion report ing paying 
child support . Taking their  lead, we ran an experiment  on Wave 10 of the 
UKHLS I nnovat ion Panel to test  whether such an approach in the UK could 
alleviate the representat iveness issues descr ibed above (UKHLS, I SER, 
2018) . Certainly, we did not  expect  the use of a fert ility history to ‘solve’ 
the problem, with previous analysis of the Brit ish Household Panel Survey 
(Rendall et  al., 1999)  finding that  far fewer fathers than mothers ident ify 
themselves with these quest ions. But , based on the US analysis, we hoped 
that  the use of the fert ilit y quest ions would go some way to improving non-
resident  parent  survey representat iveness. Here, we descr ibe the 
methodology we em ployed and the results of our  experiment . We conclude 
with some observat ions about  how this experimental work could usefully 
be taken forward. Note that  an ear ly wr ite-up of these findings – based on 
a prelim inary dataset  – was published earlier this year (Al Baghal et  al.,  
2018) .  
 
4 .1  The data: the UKHLS and its I nnovat ion Panel  
 
The UKHLS is the most  comprehensive longitudinal survey in the UK, 
possibly the world, annually t racking the lives of around 40,000 
households, interviewing all household members aged 16 and over (and 
adm inister ing a self-complet ion survey with those aged 10 to 15) . A 
separate I nnovat ion Panel is surveyed each year, providing a test ing 
ground for a range of methodological experiments (e.g. around mode or 
quest ion design) . I n 2017, Wave 10 of the I nnovat ion Panel ( the I P10)  
involved around 2,000 exist ing Panel households and a refreshment  sample 
of 500 new households. While the new sample was interviewed face- to- face 
in-home, the survey mode for exist ing Panel households was split  2: 1 
between face- to- face survey and web self-complet ion. Although the 
number of non- resident  parents that  we could expect  to ident ify was 
modest , the Panel provided an ideal test ing ground pr ior to any larger-scale 
t r ial of our quest ion sets. Based on the number of parents with care and 
non- resident  parents ident if ied in previous waves, we est imated that  the 
maxim um sam ple size of non- resident  parents that  we m ight  ident ify and 
interview would be just  over 200, with the m inimum closer to 80.  
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4 .2  The non- resident  parent  experim ent  
 
We fielded two sets of quest ions, both of which aimed at  ident ify ing non-
resident  parents, and both of which were asked of all respondents: 12 
 
1. A detailed set  of quest ions on fert ility , adopt ive and step-parent ing 
history;  
2. The standard UKHLS quest ions on living relat ives, with m inor  
adaptat ions to (a)  allow for the separate ident ificat ion of biological, 
adopted and step-children and (b)  dependent  children up to the age of 
18 ( rather than, as current ly, 16) . 
 
We also asked about  closeness to the child, child support  and child contact ,  
which are addit ional measures that  may vary with the reliability  of 
ident ifying non- resident  parents.  
 
4 .3  Prevalence rates 
 
I n line with US evidence that  fert ility histor ies elicit  substant ially higher  
levels of non- resident  parent  ident if icat ion than more direct  quest ions on 
non- resident  children (Stykes et  al.  2013) , we hoped that  asking 
respondents to enumerate all children born or adopted to them, or to whom 
they had been a step-parent , would be a more neut ral and object ive 
method of ident ifying non- resident  parents, result ing in increased self-
ident ificat ion. Stykes et  al. ’s work found that  this method of quest ioning 
not  only affected the prevalence and profile of non- resident  parents, but  
also the proport ion report ing paying child support .  
 
This proved not  to be the case in I P10, with no stat ist ically significant  
differences in the proport ions ident ified in each experimental arm . Table 4 
shows the proport ion of the sample who self- ident ify as a non- resident  
parent  within each approach, and across both approaches. Asking about  
liv ing relat ives outside the household ident if ied 3.3 per cent  (n= 84)  of 
respondents as non- resident  parents, compared to 3.2 per cent  (n= 75) 
ident ified through the fert ility history. This equates to f ive per cent  of male 
respondents in each experimental arm  and 1.8 per cent  versus 1.5 per cent  
of female respondents. Perhaps the opt imal approach is to ident ify non-
resident  parents across both sets of quest ions13:  among the 103 non-
resident  parents ident if ied, only 56 (or 54 per cent )  were ident if ied under 
both quest ion methods, with 19 (18 per cent )  ident if ied only in the fert ilit y 
quest ions and 28 (27 per cent )  in the liv ing relat ive quest ions. Moving from 
                                              
12
  The order in which respondents were asked each set  was random ised to reduce 
contam inat ion. A within-  rather than between- respondent  experim ent  both 
st rengthened the power and reliabilit y of our analysis power and m axim ised the 
num ber of non- resident  parents in both arm s of the experim ent . 
13
  Given both are asked as standard ( in a m odified form )  as part  of the UKHLS each 
year. 
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the current  UKHLS approach to also including non- resident  parents 
ident ified v ia a set  of fert ility quest ions would increase the non- resident  
parent  sam ple by 23 per cent  (19 ext ra cases/ 84 cases ident if ied using 
exist ing living relat ives approach) . 14 15 
 
However, even the combined approach falls far short  of ident ifying the 
numbers of non- resident  parents whom we would expect  within the panel.  
The I P10 includes 114 parents with care (4.7 per cent  of the populat ion) . 
While we m ight  expect  somewhat  fewer non- resident  parents than parents 
with care (e.g. through widowhood, non- resident  parents having children 
with more than one parent  with care, non- resident  parents being unaware 
of their  child) , this cannot  account  for much of the disparity we observe 
here, and across several other studies. 
 
Table 4 : I dent if icat ion of non- resident  parents, by quest ion set  
 All ( LR 
or FH)  
Quest ion approach 
Living 
relat ives 
( LR)  
Fert ilit y 
history ( FH)  
 %  %  %  
    
Non- resident  parent  ( biological, 
adopt ive, step)  
4 .2  3 .3  3 .2  
Biological non- resident  parent  3.0 2.6 2.4 
Adopt ive non- resident  parent  [ N= 2]  [ N= 2]  [ N= 1]  
Step non- resident  parent  1.3 0.7 0.8 
    
Parents w ith care  4 .7  n/ a n/ a 
Base:  all respondents 2570 2570 2570 
    
Non- resident  father (biological, adopt ive, 
step)  
5.9 4.8 4.9 
Base:  all m ale respondents 1196 1196 1196 
    
Non- resident  m other (biological, adopt ive, 
step)  
2.6 1.8 1.5 
Base:  all fem ale respondents 1374 1374 1374 
Source:  UKHLS I P wave 10. 
 
  
                                              
14
  These figures include non- resident  parents t o biological, adopt ive and step-
children. Seventy- three non- resident  parents of biological children were ident ified:  
46 in both m ethods, 10 in the fert ilit y m ethod only and 17 only in the list ing of 
living relat ives. 
15
  Given the sm all num bers we have not  analysed differences by m ode or length of 
t im e in the panel. 
18 
 
4 .4  Representat iveness over prevalence? 
 
We m ight  be less concerned about  the low prevalence rates if those non-
resident  parents who did self- ident ify were a random sub-set  of the non-
resident  parent  populat ion. So, if they were representat ive in terms of their  
socio-demographics and, very important ly, in terms of their  parental roles.  
However, we know from Tables 2 and 3, under the current  UKHLS approach 
– with a pat tern replicated across a range of studies cited above – that  this 
is not  the case. Non- resident  parents who self- ident ify are skewed towards 
those who are more fam ily-or iented, as measured by their  previous and 
current  relat ionship statuses and their  parental involvement  post -
separat ion. 
 
For this reason, we are interested in whether the approach of ident ify ing 
non- resident  parents through their  fert ility history – or taking the combined 
approach alongside the living relat ives approach – m ight  im prove the 
representat iveness of the sample, even if its effect  was lim ited in increasing 
prevalence rates. Table 5 provides a profile of the non- resident  parents 
ident ified, overall and within each experimental arm . Although the sam ple 
sizes are small, and we have not  therefore t r ied to test  for stat ist ical 
significance for more than a few var iables, there is tentat ive evidence that  
the fert ilit y history approach somewhat  improves the representat iveness of 
the non- resident  parent  sample, ident ifying non- resident  parents who are 
less fam ily-or iented than the living relat ives approach. 
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Note on analysis 
 
I t  is important  to note one unusual feature of the presentat ion and 
interpretat ion of the results, compared to most  research tables. The 
figures for ‘all (LR or FH) ’ need not  lie between the other two figures:  that  
depends on which cases are common to both groups and which are unique 
to one group or the other. I n the example hypothet ical table below, there 
are three cases:  the first  is common to both means of ident ifying non-
resident  parents, case 2 only ident ified with the liv ing relat ives method, 
and case 3 only through the fam ily history method. I n the living relat ives 
group, on average there are 1.5 children;  in the fam ily history group there 
are also on average 1.5 children, but  on average for the overall group the 
average number of children was 1.33. We may rout inely f ind examples 
where the ‘All’ group is not  a sim ple average of the other two overlapping 
groups. I ndeed, in this case the separate methods give the same result ,  
which differs from the pooled result .  
 
Num ber of children per  non- resident  parent , hypothet ical three 
cases 
     Case I dent if ied via  Living 
relat ives 
group 
Fam ily history 
group 
All ( living 
relat ives or  
fam ily history 
     
     1  Both groups 2 2 2 
2  Only living relat ives 
group 
1  1 
3  Only fam ily history 
group 
 1 1 
     
     Average num ber of children 1.5 1.5 1.33 
     
 
 
The first  point  to note from Table 5 is that  non- resident  mothers appear 
more likely than non- resident  fathers to self- ident ify, v ia both approaches. 
Non- resident  mothers are thought  to be around 10 per cent  of all non-
resident  parents (e.g. Lader, 2008)  -  but  form  a third (33 per cent )  of all 
non- resident  parents in the I P10 sample. However, there is tentat ive 
evidence here to suggest  that  the fert ility history approach is bet ter than 
the living history approach at  ident ify ing non- resident  fathers (75 per cent  
of the non- resident  parents ident if ied v ia the fert ility history were fathers 
compared to 68 per cent  of those ident ified under the liv ing relat ives 
approach) . Likewise, the approach appears to redress somewhat  the bias 
towards more relat ionship-or iented non- resident  parents, with a smaller 
proport ion having been previously marr ied (64 per cent  compared to 74 
per cent  under the living relat ives approach)  and fewer being in a current  
relat ionship (41 per cent  com pared to 55 per cent ) . Our numbers of non-
white respondents are small,  but  we are encouraged by the higher 
proport ion of non-white non- resident  parents ident ified by the fert ilit y  
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history approach. Previous work has highlighted part icular  issues around 
Black non- resident  fathers ident ify ing their  parental role (Roopnarine and 
Hossain, 2013) . 
 
Table 5 : Com parison of the dem ographic profiles of non- resident  
parents, by quest ion set  
* *  indicates stat ist ically significant  at  
the 5  per cent  level.  
All ( LR or  
FH)  
Quest ion approach 
Living 
relat ives 
( LR)  
Fert ilit y 
history ( FH)  
    
Gender* *     
Male  67.0 66.7 74.7 
Fem ale 33.0 33.3 25.3 
    
Average age ( m ean years)  43.1 43.3 41.8 
    
Ever m arr ied* *  68.6 73.5 63.5 
    
Living arrangem ents* *     
Living with spouse or in civil partnership 35.0 36.9 26.7 
Cohabit ing 18.4 17.9 14.7 
Not  living with partner  46.6 45.2 58.7 
    
Dependent  children    
1 26.8 33.3 28.0 
2 41.5 33.3 42.0 
3 or m ore 31.7 33.3 30.0 
    
I n paid w ork  70.6 72.3 72.0 
    
Socio- econom ic group ( NS SEC 3  
classes)  
   
1 Managem ent  & professional 36.6 37.3 33.3 
2 Interm ediate 21.1 16.9 22.2 
3 Rout ine 42.3 45.8 44.4 
    
Educat ion to degree level or  higher  18.1 17.2 15.1 
    
How  m anaging f inancia lly    
Living com fortably 14.7 15.5 13.5 
Doing alright  37.3 35.7 39.2 
Just  about  get t ing by 31.4 32.1 28.4 
Finding it  quite difficult  7.8 8.3 8.1 
Finding it  very difficult  8.8 8.3 10.8 
Base:  all non- resident  parents 103 84 75 
    
Ow ner occupier  44.4 48.8 40.2 
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* *  indicates stat ist ically significant  at  
the 5  per cent  level.  
All ( LR or  
FH)  
Quest ion approach 
Living 
relat ives 
( LR)  
Fert ilit y 
history ( FH)  
    
Lives in London 10.7 8.3 13.3 
    
Lives in urban area 85.4 85.7 84.0 
    
Ethnicity    
White 75.7 78.6 70.7 
Black 3.9 3.6 5.3 
Asian 2.9 2.4 4.0 
Mix 1.0 1.2 1.3 
Other 16.5 14.3 18.7 
    
Base:  all non- resident  parents 103 84 75 
Source:  UKHLS I P wave 10. 
 
We see a sim ilar  pat tern when it  comes to non- resident  parents’ 
involvement  with their  children. Again, the small sam ple sizes mean that  
we have not  t r ied to test  for stat ist ical signif icance.  However, there is 
tentat ive evidence that  the fert ility history approach ident ifies more non-
resident  parents with no contact  with their  children (14 per cent  compared 
to eight  per cent  in the liv ing relat ives arm) . Differences in terms of 
closeness to their  child and the payment  of child support  are smaller, and 
not  differences of a significant  size.  
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Table 6 : Com parison of the non- resident  parent ’s relat ionship w ith 
child, by quest ion set  
 All ( LR or  
FH)  
Quest ion approach 
Living 
relat ives 
( LR)  
Fert ilit y 
history ( FH)  
 %  %  %  
Very/ quite close to child( ren)  68.3 72.1 68.5 
    
Paying child support  62.8 65.1 67.1 
    
I n contact  w ith their  child( ren)     
Never 11.4 7.6 13.7 
Few t im es a year 11.1 10.4 12.8 
Once a m onth or less 6.6 3.2 6.1 
Several t im es a m onth 4.4 5.1 2.9 
About  once a week 18.9 20.5 15.8 
Several t im es a week 30.5 35.4 31.0 
Alm ost  everyday 15.7 16.1 15.9 
50/ 50 shared care 1.4 1.7 1.9 
    
Base:  all children with a non- resident  
parent  
150 135 117 
Source:  UKHLS I P wave 10. 
 
5  Conclusions 
 
Separated fam ilies now const itute a substant ial proport ion of all UK fam ilies 
with dependent  children. Yet , the current  evidence base on fam ily life – and 
its impact  on children’s and parental outcomes – is dom inated by studies 
based on a more t radit ional concept  of ‘the fam ily’. Child-  and fam ily-
focused studies tend to rely on the maternal report , with fathers or resident  
partners somet imes offered a supplementary interview. Very few 
quant itat ive studies at tempt  to include non- resident  parents and those who 
do come up against  methodological challenges in ident ifying and engaging 
them. This paper highlights just  how big these challenges are. With no 
prospect  of a comprehensive sampling frame of non- resident  parents (or, 
indeed, separated parents (see Bryson et  al. , 2017 for a longer 
discussion) ) , we must  rely on the self- ident ificat ion of non- resident  parents 
in surveys. Yet , this paper demonst rates the fact  that  the problem  starts 
with standard non- response bias, with non- resident  parents more likely to 
be among the t radit ionally ‘harder to reach’ survey respondents. These 
issues are then exacerbated by an even more challenging task of 
persuading non- resident  parents to self- ident ify, overcom ing likely hurdles 
around sensit ive relat ionship breakdowns and unmet  responsibilit ies. Quite 
why there is such a big short fall in the numbers who ident ify themselves – 
especially among those less engaged with their  fam ilies’ lives – remains 
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unclear. Certainly, there is an important  qualitat ive study to be carr ied out  
with parents with care and non- resident  parents about  how these barr iers 
m ight  be overcome. Perhaps a start ing point  would be to go back to the 
I P10 respondents who ident if ied as non- resident  parents v ia one, but  not  
both, approaches to understand why this was the case. 
 
However, our experiment  suggests that  a small step towards increasing the 
ident ificat ion rate – and improving the profile of non- resident  parents who 
ident ify – m ight  be to combine our fert ility history alongside more standard 
quest ions on children who live outside of the survey household. Of course, 
our numbers are small – and findings necessarily  tentat ive – so the next  
stage should be a larger test  to see whether our findings are replicated 
among a larger sample. The UKHLS team have begun further work using 
the main UKHLS sample. Overall, however, an approach that  starts from  
fert ility histor ies does ident ify further non- resident  parents who do not  
appear in the exist ing UKHLS quest ions, about  one-quarter more, and these 
are lesser engaged with their  children. Space on quest ionnaires is always 
at  a prem ium , of course. I t  ought  to be possible to build in var ious checks 
to ident ify more non- resident  parents, without  necessarily having to ask 
two full sets of quest ions.  
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